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For Guy




Ach, wir


Die wir den Boden bereiten wollten für Freundlichkeit


Konnten selber nicht freundlich sein.


Bertolt Brecht


 


‘An die Nachgeborenen’


Oh, we


Who wanted to prepare the ground for friendliness


Could not ourselves be friendly.


Bertolt Brecht


‘To Those Born Later’
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Selling the Morning Star



Tamworth, April 1978


It was never going to be easy selling socialism to a town like Tamworth. But here we were again pulling Saturday Morning Stars from our Co-op carrier bags. My mum filled her lungs with shopping precinct air – hot, sour and bloody from the butchers. She hauled her breath so hard you could hear it. It was the kind of last gasp you took as your ship went down. 


‘The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth! Morning Star!’


Middle Entry precinct rang with shoppers shopping, with the click-clack of round bodies on sharp heels. I knew these women from every Saturday with their orange perms feathered at the neck, the sheen and clash of rayon, and glasses that made marbles of their eyes.


‘All right, bab.’


‘All right.’


‘How’s the babby?’ 


‘The babby’s doing all right, bab, ta very much.’ Which was the update on the new great-grandchild. They tipped round shoulders and beaked at each other’s trolleys, clawed at the multi-pack nappies and milk formula and now, just after Easter, at the half-price eggs which, with a bit of luck, should still be good for next year. And the babby’ll have teeth by then.


‘Morning Star! Twelve pence and cheap at the price.’


Tamworth loved a bargain. Shop windows fluoresced with offers, spelt as they sounded, the lettering unplanned. And Tamworth bought in bulk. People with a car drove to the industrial estate and filled the boot at the Cash & Carry. Everyone else wheeled a trolley round the market, laying up supplies  for a rainy day. My mum and I did too, except we shopped for Armageddon, for the day the Americans pressed the button and started World War Three. Our kitchen cupboards were full of the packets and tins that would see us through the End of the World and ever having to cook. 


Now the church struck noon. St Editha’s counted out every quarter-hour of Tamworth time. There’d been four hundred and forty thousand of them so far – rounding down for the sake of morale. But we had three clocks on our living-room wall set to Havana, Moscow and Hanoi time. At home, I lived in any zone I wanted of the Eastern Bloc.


‘On sale for one hour only! Morning Star!’


Most weeks, someone with a strut and a smirk winked at us and called ‘Morning!’ back. Or they made a show of checking their watch and told us it was the afternoon. 


‘Only ten copies left! Hurry, hurry!’


There was no rush, even though the whole town was in town. Or nearly. The posh Tammies were in Lichfield and Ashby sniffing antiques and plants for the patio. But the old Tammies were here, the ones who lived in red-brick terraces with dangerous wiring and wallpaper their grandfathers had hung. And the new Tammies, the Birmingham Overspill, who lived in cul-de-sacs with spillage in the name: Redlake, Seaton, Waveney, Purbrook.


Now my mum spotted a pupil. ‘Mandi-with-an-i. Ex, but only just.’ She waved so wide the whole precinct thought she knew them. My mum was primed for pupils. She spotted them a mile off and knew all their names. She taught in a school in the Warwickshire coalfields where hundreds of children came from a handful of families, dishing out maps of the world to pupils who never left the village. Or if they did, it was to take the bus all the way to Tamworth for a shopping expedition. Mandi came over with a baby in a buggy, and a toddler trailing Smarties on the floor.


‘I didn’t know!’ my mum said to the pale lump squashed into the pushchair. The chewing gum was called Darren. Four months old.


‘This your daughter, Miss? Looks like you, don’t she, Miss.’


My mum did chit-chat about babies and breastfeeding. She nudged me in the ribs. She’d never have been milked to nothing at the hospital if I’d been able to keep up with production. Her chest size was all my fault. She made Mandi laugh and made an easy sale. She was good at hearts-and-minds, my mum. ‘Hearts, anyway,’ she always said. Sometimes, when she was feeling maudlin, she said, ‘I’m the queen of hearts,’ because according to the song, ‘To the queen of hearts is the ace of sorrow, he’s here today, he’s gone tomorrow.’ Which was true. My dad didn’t die the day after they’d met, but he wasn’t around for long. And anyone who’d come after had only ever stayed one night.


My mum called out, ‘Only nine left! Hurry or you’ll miss it! Morning Star!’ Our voices swelled under the Perspex roof. It was why we chose the pitch – to sound mass, my mum said, because that was the point, the masses, and to be here every week regardless of the weather. She checked the front page. ‘Carter shelves neutron bomb! No modernising Lance!’ Whoever he was. The neutron bomb wasn’t actually today’s headline, but it was catchier than ‘Tory brew stinks of apartheid’. And my mum was big on peace, and she was big on people. And on people being peaceful. On being nice. Not killing each other, if possible.


But there was no rush to ban the bomb. 


Maybe Tamworth didn’t mind. After the neutron bomb, the town would still look like its picture postcards: St Editha’s,  the Riverside Flats, the Castle, the Castle Pleasure Grounds where geese padded about near the crazy golf, hoping for crusts from the crazy golfers. My mum puffed with the effort and the heat. She blew air down her front. It was baking for April, the first hot day for as long as I could remember. She pulled off her sweater and tied it round her waist. Underneath, what she had on yesterday: a Sixty Years of Socialism T-shirt, the red turned pink, the hammer and sickle flaking because of Co-op own-brand powder. The T-shirt clung to her chest. You couldn’t help noticing how flat it was, and skinny enough to count the ribs.


Sometimes, in front of the bathroom mirror, when my mum did a demi-plié for a dibble with her colour-coded flannels, she said she had a ballet dancer’s body. When she was eight, my mum wanted to be a ballet dancer. It was just after the war, and in 1945 anything seemed possible – even for a girl from Bermondsey who spent the first years of her life sleeping in the bottom drawer of the bedroom chest. Even for the daughter of a cabbie and a cook. And later, she wanted to be a diplomat and tour the world for peace. But she didn’t have a chance, not with a Saturday job in Woolies, schoolgirl French and no idea of cunning.


Now she tugged the T-shirt from her trousers and flapped air up at the waist. She looked at her belly. It was white and empty. We hadn’t had anything since breakfast. We’d been up since seven, which was two in the afternoon on Hanoi time and how we put it to give ourselves a lie-in. We’d eaten the usual as usual – boiled eggs and soldiers, three-and-a-half minutes, Soviet soldiers. All morning, we’d sat in our pyjamas at the living-room table and ploughed through TODOs. Today, it was minutes: Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, National Union of Teachers, Communist Party. I’d dictated from my mum’s jumbo pad, the pages dug deep with her oversized blackboard hand. My mum didn’t actually need me. She could touch-type. She could even type and talk – have one sentence coming out of her fingers and another out of her mouth. But it was quicker if I read her notes back to her, just short of speaking speed and dropped a few tones, like a 45 set to 33. And being quick mattered because there was always the question of Time. ‘“Man’s dearest possession”,’ my mum said. Which wasn’t true. And she knew she was misquoting. Life was actually man’s dearest possession. But Life was measured by Time, and there was never enough of it. So I read, and my mum’s hands flew across the keyboard, and our house filled with the sound of the alphabet punching paper – landing softer blows since we’d got an electric. And in the background, Tiswas murmured through the wall from Ron and Reg’s.


Now I nudged my mum. The butcher was throwing us dirty glances across his polished glass – which he did every week, but these looks were especially lethal. He’d probably spotted her hammer and sickle. He had a Union Jack in his window, and sold English meat to English people who cooked English food. Today he had an offer on Lichfield lamb. In this town, they killed and ate their own. He shook his head at us, dipping bloody fingers into a tray fringed with fake green lawn. He tossed a joint into the air, onto the scales, and stared at us as he sharpened his knife. I tugged my mum’s T-shirt. She knew what I meant. She’d have loved to head to the Co-op café for a sit-down and some fuel. At our elbows, speechless parents and boys who’d make genital sculptures from their sausage and mash. But, ‘quarter of an hour yet, Jess’. My mum never gave up early. My mum never gave up. Sometimes towards the end of the hour, she wound down like a gramophone and let the vowels slide, aiming her pitch at the butcher’s as the ‘Moan ’n Stare’. Most weeks, though, she tailed off with a song, sung in a half-voice because of the boom of the roof, taking her cue from the news. Now I heard her run through a first verse, checking she had all the words: ‘“Don’t you hear the H-bomb’s thunder, echo like the crack of doom? While they rend the skies asunder, fallout makes the earth a tomb …”’


But that was as far as she got because a man came out of the butcher’s and lumbered over to us, see-sawing his weight between wide-set legs, his dead meat swinging in a carrier bag. He was neckless, pointy-headed, monumental, and tall and close enough to cut out all our light. ‘I’ll buy one of them off you.’


‘Pardon?’ My mum hadn’t expected it. Neither had I. He didn’t look like a Morning Star reader. But then not many people did. 


‘I’ll have one of them papers.’ His face was engraved with politeness, but I didn’t like the look of him – the beige shirt blotched black with sweat, the pock-marked skin that fifty years ago must have weathered acne. But my mum didn’t notice. She did maracas. ‘Here we go, Jess! Two down! Good-oh!’


The man took a copy and held it at arm’s length, leafing through it, showing us his knuckles mossy with hair. I thought he looked familiar, but then everyone in Tamworth did. Everyone knew everyone and everyone was related. Even though the town was famous for its railway junction. Lines ran north–south and east–west, which meant you could leave Tamworth in any direction you wanted, but hardly anyone did. You were born here, married here, and you died here. And that’s when I placed him. This man worked at the Co-op Funeral Service, the one with the sign that said Our Limousines Are Available For Weddings. I’d see him on the way to school. Some mornings he swung an arm around the window, hanging a sign for a bargain burial, or replacing the flowers – fresh lilies for dead ones, when dead was surely the point.


Now he reached the back page and skimmed Cayton’s tips for Newbury and the winners at Kempton. He rolled up his Star and tucked it under an arm. ‘It must be hard for you trying to flog this.’ Actually, every Saturday we cleared all ten because we put the unsolds around the Co-op Furniture Department – on nests of tables and bedside cabinets, on three-seater suites, sideboards, pouffes and garden-loungers, as if every modern home took the paper. Sometimes we went back at the end of the day to see if the Stars were still there. They never were, which my mum took as proof. ‘The paper needs the money,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter who pays for them as long as we get the message out. As long as it’s read.’


The man toppled his weight towards us, his stubby feet in socks and sandals. ‘You know, I pity you. Here you are every week and no one’s the least bit interested. Everyone’s against you.’ 


‘Not no one. Not everyone.’


‘In this town, all people want is the Herald.’


We took the Tamworth Herald too to see if they’d published our letters. We wrote every week to the editor – about peace, unemployment, racism. And because we’ve got to stay in touch, my mum said, with how real people live. Sometimes she said ‘real’, sometimes ‘working class’. What she meant was: we have to know who they are, these people who should be on our side, but aren’t yet. 


The man said, ‘All you need’s the Herald and a hobby. Them’s enough to fill your time.’ Because that’s what you did with Time in this town: filled it. Because you weren’t born with a life, but a giant hole. Though actually what the man said was: ‘the Erald and an obby’. Everyone in Tamworth had a hobby-without-an-h: ome-brewing, up-olstery, istory. And especially istory. The town loved itself for it. We went back to Offa and his dyke and right back to the Romans. Watling Street ran through the town. My mum took it to work, which was handy because she was often under-slept and the A5 was straight and didn’t need steering. 


Now the man looked us up and down. He flicked his eyes between us and found the likeness – the same face, the same build. We were the same person except for twenty-eight years and half an inch. ‘Runs in the family, I take it.’ Which was true. We came from a long line of dead communists: my grandparents, great-uncles and aunts. Even my dad, who joined the Communist Party before he was old enough – they let him in early he was so keen. And he died before he was old enough too, and they let him in early there. Wherever that was: heaven, hell, limbo, in a tin in my mum’s knicker drawer. Our whole family was Jewish or Scottish, on the run from Hitler or the midges. One branch ended up in the East End, near Cable Street. They sent their children to the International Brigades and lost them all in Spain. Some of my family were locked up in Franco’s prison camps and had their skulls measured for the fascists. My nan spent the Second World War making jumpers for the Red Army. The whole country had knitted for Stalin. Then after the war, my mum joined the Young Communist League and sold Challenge down the docks. She had a long history of flogging unpopular papers.


The man reached round and felt in his back pocket. ‘How much do I owe you?’


‘Just have it,’ my mum said. ‘Present. I’m just glad if it’s read.’


When he brought back his hand, it held a lighter. He ran a thick thumb over the flint, the nail cloudy and probably dead. It took a few goes. Then the cough of ignition and the tip of the flame tonguing the air. He held it against the paper. A corner crept from yellow to brown to black. But the fire wouldn’t take. He had to fan the Star and force the flames to chew their way through the news. Then he fanned it under our nose. The air above the paper wavered with the heat. I looked across to the butcher’s, where phantom figures jeered. He said, ‘That’s what we did in them olden days when there were trouble. Burned it.’ 


By now a crowd had gathered. People wondered at a distance if it was bad enough for 999. They repeated the telly safety ad: get down, roll over, call help. A story drifted over about a neighbour who’d died after home-made doughnuts. He put water on a chip pan and could only be identified from his teeth. I glanced at my mum. Her mouth was clamped shut, her eyes closed and tears forming. I wasn’t sure what kind they were – chemical ones or sadness. My mum was full of water, even more than they said in the biology book. Just the Nine O’Clock News could bring it on – tears flicked onto the living-room tiles where they took a long time to dry. And all the while her hands tore at each other, leaving white flecks in her lap. 


Now my mum felt for my hand. She wove our fingers together, fixing us to the spot. Through closed lips so as not to inhale, ‘Just think of the guerrillas. Think of the Vietnamese.’ So I shut my eyes and thought: whole villages turned to smoke and the air sucked from the sky. Tarred bodies, the water boiled out of them, and a girl, naked, full of ribs, skin falling off, her arms like broken wings.


When I opened my eyes, the man was gone. White flakes had settled on my shoes. It was Tamworth and hot and April, but that could have been snow. My mum picked the paper from her hair and dusted down her Soviet chest. On the floor, what remained of the news – the neutron bomb, the Tory brew – fingered the air as if it were alive. I turned to my mum and looked up half an inch to a face full of ash and angles, to her insurmountable bones. The sun poured down, taking away her colours, turning her black and white – her complicated face made simple. 


‘Can we go home now?’ 


‘Or the Co-op? You hungry?’


I felt sick. ‘What we going to do?’


My mum slipped an arm around my waist and pulled me to her, joining us at the hip. ‘We’re going to soldier on, Jess. You know that. We’ll. Just. Soldier. On.’
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In Loco Parentis


Tamworth, April 1978


My mum forgot all about The Burning. She didn’t mention it again. It was as if it had never happened. But the smell had stayed with me all weekend, and it was still here now as I waited outside the headmistress’s office, watching Miss Downing struggle for keys under her gown. Things like that took a while when you only had one arm. Over her head, the gold-lettered memorial to the Grammar School boys who’d died twice for King and Country. I stood in the smell of burnt Star and leftover sponge and custard while silent women with hairnets and no names flitted about between banks of steam and giant tubs of steel. For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful. Even the dinner ladies stopped work to pray for that.


The headmistress had just careened into History, ignored the teacher, and steered over to the map of Anglo-Saxon Tamworth. She’d held out her arm and tracked the purple line that encircled the town. ‘Offa’s Rampart has protected us from all the people who have ever wanted to destroy our way of life. And who are they?’ 


Hands had shot into the air. 


‘The Danes.’


‘The Vikings.’


‘The Jutes.’


‘The Normans.’


‘The Russians.’ That got a laugh.


‘Jessica.’


I’d looked blankly at the headmistress. I wondered why she was telling me my name. ‘You, Jessica Mitchell, are to come with me.’ 


Now Miss Downing threw open her door. She made straight for an easy chair and tipped her bulk into it. She fell the last few inches, her feet leaving the floor. Her shoes had a deep tread that had made tracks in the pile of the carpet. I’d never seen the headmistress from this angle, the top of her head a skein of gunmetal grey. Usually, she was several feet above us, addressing the school as if extracts from The Christian Assembly were oratory, compensating for the missing arm with wide arcs of the other one.


She invited me down to the opposite chair. I propped myself on the edge and resisted the tilt that was intended to put me at ease. 


‘Are you sitting comfortably?’ Which made me uncomfortable because I knew this wouldn’t be Listen with Mother. ‘So, Jessica. Why do you think I’ve called you here?’ 


And that sounded like a trap. 


‘I don’t know, Miss.’


‘No idea at all?’


‘Is it good or bad?’


‘I’d say it’s good. It’s good, and timely, that we’re going to have a talk.’


Which still sounded like a trap.


There were two glasses and a jug of water on the coffee table. Miss Downing filled them both, re-settled herself, and placed her arm on an armrest. No one knew what had happened to the other one except it’d been lost honourably – rumour had it in the war. She would never have lost it carelessly. And certainly not genetically.


‘Tell me about your mother.’


‘My mum?’


Silence. Through the door came the muted version of The Planets. The music teacher beat phrases from Mars on the piano. The school orchestra hammered them back. Miss Downing waited. She arranged her gown. Underneath, a black suit – the headmistress was always in shades of black – the large matt buttons riveting her chest.


‘She works, doesn’t she?’


‘She’s a teacher.’


She gave the kind of nod which meant she knew that already. ‘Which means she’s out all day.’


There was something in her tone that made me say, ‘Not all day. She comes home at night.’ Which didn’t sound how I meant it to. So I added, ‘She’s there when I get home.’


Miss Downing’s face was blank in a way that said that wasn’t true. ‘There are, of course, extenuating circumstances.’


I didn’t know what that meant. ‘What are they?’


‘Your father.’


‘He’s dead.’


‘I’m aware of that. I know there’s no father at home.’


It was a strange way to put it: not at home. As if my dad might come back one day. I’d dash in from school, raid the kitchen, grab the Wagon Wheels, and there he’d be, resurrected on the sofa, an arm along the back of the cushions, just like the picture my mum kept with the ashes. Miss Downing waited for more about my father. I looked away. I checked the kit on her desk – the bells, keys, whistles, Bibles, the ruler that measured her blotting pad, but only imperially. In the end, she said, ‘Cancer, wasn’t it?’


Everyone knew. It was on my file. School secretaries held it in their fingertips as if cancer were contagious. I caught them sometimes thinking things behind their eyes because no good ever came of no father. 


The way my mum told it, my dad woke up one morning, put a hand on her belly and felt the bump. Then he went to the bathroom, combed his hair in the mirror and found a bump there too. A month later, he was dead. I went to the funeral inside my mum. ‘You were inches apart,’ she liked to say. ‘One in a coffin, one in a womb. Each just the other side of life.’ 


Miss Downing said, ‘It must have been hard for your mother.’


‘Yes, Miss. It was.’ Which wasn’t true. I said it for sympathy. To make up for the fact that my mum was a teacher and out all day. But, actually, according to my mum, it wasn’t that bad. She was convinced my dad would get better till the day he died. She sat by his bed and made plans for the future till a nurse took her hand and told her he’d stopped breathing. It meant she never said goodbye. Not to his face. Which was probably a good thing, because for my mum, ‘goodbye’ wasn’t a word. It was a drama – a hug and a kiss on the cheek, your hand cupped between hers, squeezed, shaken, given back finger by finger. My mum’s long goodbye might have been more than my dad could take. 


‘And she’s never remarried, has she? Your mother’s alone.’


‘She’s not alone. I live with her. She lives with me.’


‘I mean a stepfather. Or similar.’


No, my mum didn’t have a similar. No time to look. And anyway, no point. Not in Tamworth.


‘And other family?’ 


‘They’re dead too.’


‘That’s untrue, Jessica. And unkind. Your grandmother is still alive.’


How did Miss Downing know about the Granma?


‘But I gather she’s not terribly close.’


‘Weymouth.’ 


‘I mean family ties.’


The Granma prayed for us. When my dad suddenly died, she converted to dieting, then to a low-draw, high-intensity church with a synthesised religion and its own upbeat hymns that she tapped out on the organ. She lived in a pebble-dashed house with a mahogany crucifix and a vase of yellow roses she’d somehow proofed against wilting.


‘So to all intents and purposes, the only family you have is Mother.’ Miss Downing manoeuvred for her glass and took a sip. ‘And I’m aware of her leanings.’ Which made me lean forward because I wasn’t sure what she meant. ‘Her communist beliefs. Card-carrying. Chronic.’ As if they were a medical condition. ‘You know, you have a mind of your own. You don’t have to do what your mother does. You’re old enough to think for yourself.’


‘I do think. And I like it. It’s what we do. It’s what we do, and I like it.’ Which didn’t sound as convincing as I’d hoped. So I added, ‘It’s important to get the message out.’


‘Which is?’


I thought there were probably lots of messages, so I said, ‘Whatever’s on the front of the Morning Star.’


Miss Downing slid fingers inside her gown and stroked the empty sleeve that was stitched into a pocket. I watched the turn of the wrist – thick with campanology. Handbells had got  her into the Herald. ‘You see, I’m concerned, Jessica. Your mother’s politics are not very … English. Who knows where things like that fracas might lead.’


It took a moment to link ‘that fracas’ with The Burning. ‘I didn’t see you in Middle Entry.’


‘That’s because I wasn’t there. But you live rather large – you and your mother – in a town that talks. I was informed. And fracas are to be expected if one peddles subversion in a town like Tamworth.’


‘But it was Saturday. I’m free on Saturdays.’


‘You represent this school every day of the week. You are never free of the Grammar School.’ Miss Downing tipped her nostrils at me, the fine down metering her breath. ‘This school is, in every case, in loco parentis. And we’ve established that in your case even more so.’ What she meant was: with a dead father and a communist mother, I was as good as orphaned. 


Then she turned to my friends. ‘I imagine you find it harder than most to make them.’ 


From time to time, I found someone trying to tag along – the school’s Jehovah’s Witness, who skulked around the cloakroom, slipping The Watchtower into blazer pockets; the girl whose mum had run off with a lover and whose dad had taken to drink; the prefect exposed in the Herald and expelled from school for running round the Castle Pleasure Grounds in his sister’s underwear. It was only the unloved, unwashed and unaccountable who ever tried to make friends with me. But it was like my mum said: ‘Friends are hard to come by in a town like this. There’s just no basis.’ And anyway no point. They took up time. You had to maintain them. We liked people, my mum and I, but we just couldn’t fit them in. Apart, maybe, from Rosie.


‘There’s my mum’s friend, Rosie.’ She taught Drama, supply, to the Overspill. It meant she mostly stayed at home and made candles for The Movement, or swung in her hammock folding CND newsletters, or reading broken-backed books, the smoke from Cuban cigars curling blue against the ceiling. She was bored of Tamworth – she’d told me often enough – but instead of getting on a train, she dreamt her way out of town – onto any old country road in Waiting for Godot, or into the asylum in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.


Miss Downing said, ‘And Rosemary’s a good friend, I take it.’


‘My mum says she’s a brick.’ Actually, she said: There might be a lack of analysis, but there’s no doubting she’s a brick.


‘And your friends?’


‘Rosie’s also my friend.’


‘Among your peers.’


My peers thought ‘the class system’ had something to do with school timetables. They thought Lenin was a member of the Beatles.


‘Your peers, such as …’ 


I glanced at the floor. The carpet was flattened by the feet of other interviews. I slid my shoes about, trying to rustle up the pile.


‘… such as Rebecca Caldor. You sit next to her in class, don’t you?’


Sitting next to her, I’d had time to study her sideways-on. I knew her hands so well I could draw them from memory: the neat hem of the nails, the fall of the freckles across the knuckles. I’d have known her in the dark just from her shampoo – overlaid lately by some kind of quiet perfume. Because I sat next to her, I didn’t often fall into her line of sight, but when I did, I got that distant look. I was so out of focus I might as well not have been there. 


‘She’s invited you home, I believe. For a birthday party. And how was that?’


I’d eaten cakes. Made from scratch. Till then, they’d always come from Greggs the Bakers or a Co-op packet. The front door had opened to Mrs Caldor waving a floury hand at me. From the other side of the house I caught the babble of girls excited to be on the brink of teenage. ‘Shoes, please,’ Rebecca had said. Which meant: take them off. I waited in the hall for the smell to die down. On the wall, antique engravings of Tamworth, Staffordshire dogs, a pistol that a Frances Caldor had taken to the Crimea. There was even a visitors’ book. All the girls in my class had signed it. Rebecca was the first to turn thirteen. She said I had to come to the party because everyone would be there, and the idea of everyone-except-me meant I went. 


Afterwards, Rebecca had said, ‘My mother wants to know if you ever look in the mirror.’


‘Our mirror’s bent.’ We’d guessed where to drill the holes, filled the mistakes with toilet paper and run out of places to put the screws. 


‘Which would explain why you’re so unkempt.’


‘What’s unkempt?’


‘It means you’re dirty.’


I didn’t know what to say. I knew I was sometimes dirty. But you had to be dirty in order to clean yourself. That was the point. 


Rebecca said, ‘You know what cleanliness is next to, don’t you?’


Which was another good reason not to wash.


Now Miss Downing lurched as if her seat had hit uneven ground. She propelled herself upright and chevroned a path round the back of my chair, trailing Coal Tar Soap. I remembered it from my nan, years and years ago. I hadn’t expected the headmistress to smell of a kind old lady in Streatham who’d fed me rice pudding with the skin on and knitted for the Soviets. For a moment, it almost made me like her. She stopped by the wall of photos. There was one for every year she’d led the school. We were all there, panorama-ed in the playground, regiments of us in Anglo-Saxon tunics. ‘Your peers, Jessica.’  She signalled me over. Her finger moved from face to face. She named the girls in my class and told me how every Saturday they did something improving – led the town’s wind band, breast-stroked their way to local glory, Guided Girls.


‘And there’s me, look, selling the Morning Star. Making a spectacle of myself. Shaming the school.’ 


It just came out. For completeness.


There was a pause, long enough to make me turn to her. I took in the neck wired with veins, the rustle of her gown, the flash of insignia on her lapel. Then I felt something sharp slam into the back of my hand. For a moment, my body was baffled. And then the pain hit. It rolled across  my knuckles and drove up my arm. I cradled my hand to keep the pieces together. I was afraid the headmistress had broken my bones. 


‘Just what that milieu encourages. Promise you will never talk back like that again.’


I couldn’t speak. I dug teeth into my lip, willing myself not to cry. The pain ebbed from my hand and lodged behind my eyes. I felt the pressure build. Miss Downing’s edges blurred.


‘Answer me.’


‘No, Miss.’


‘Pardon?’


‘Yes, Miss.’ 


And she put the ruler down. ‘I am in loco parentis. Doing my job. One day you’ll look back on this and thank me.’ She held out her arm, already reaching for gratitude. I couldn’t move my right hand, so I gave her the left and made an awkward jab of a handshake. Her skin was cold, the fingers unbending. ‘I took you out of History.’ She glanced at her clock. ‘In this half-hour you will have missed decades.’ 


Which was the trouble with history. Sometimes whole chunks of it just passed you by.


At the end of the afternoon, when the school-bell sounded, I was first out of the gate. Running went straight to my hand, so I speed-walked home. Next door, Mr Howard sat at his front-room window, his shiny head trophied on the sill. I tried not to see him. He’d come out and talk – about the heat, the hosepipes, the colour of his bowling-club green. But he must have seen my failed duck because he just nodded and mouthed through the glass, ‘All right, Jess.’ 


I found a warm cup of tea on the living-room table and a half-eaten piece of toast. My mum had left me a note: In and then out again. Back … depends. Find something in the fridge. In the fridge, I found another note: This? on top of a still-frozen pizza. But that meant lighting the grill and waiting. Or else, there was a jar of pickled eggs, which I’d liked for a while, but had been there since I’d changed my mind. Or the last slice of haslet, stuck to its own tracing paper, cut by the man in the shower cap at the Co-op deli counter, who my mum used to teach. He always asked for news of the school. ‘Same old, same old,’ she said, every single week.


The fridge sighed shut. I took my mum’s toast and finished it on the way upstairs. My hand was purple now. I went to the bathroom and held it up to the mirror because even though it was bent, you sometimes saw reflections clearer – as if bits of your body weren’t your own. But the toothpaste constellations got in the way, and it was hard to tell if it was me that was buckled or the mirror. I checked the medicine cabinet and found paras, senna, TCP, fluff. I tried to think what my mum would think. She’d say: Remember the guerrillas. Hand-smashing happens. It’s combat training. So I pressed my fingers against the sink, ignoring the pain, and focused on the silverfish that cleaned the plughole, till the tips turned white and I thought I heard something click. On a scale from one to ten, it was a seven – worse than not blinking and Chinese burns, but not as bad as water torture. That had become known as The Drowning. My mum had hauled me half-conscious from the bath, screamed loud enough to scare the neighbours, and pounded my back till I brought up lungfuls of scum. When I’d recovered, I made a will. I left my Nationwide savings to the Morning Star and a tin of my ashes to my mum. She was spooked and told me I had to stop trying to die. But I wasn’t afraid. Not really. If  I died, it’d be heroically. I was never going to be killed by cleanliness.


From the bathroom, I could see across the landing into my mum’s room. On the floor, all the signs of the dash to the meeting – the schoolbag spewing papers, the lightning change of clothes lobbed towards a corner. I twisted myself one-handed out of my uniform and added it to the rope of laundry. I sat on her bed. It was April and her room reeked of Christmas, which was actually Rosie’s candles. Despite Christmas, I could smell my mum in the sheets, the Oil of Ulay, the rosewater. I mapped the yellow archipelago where she’d lain on her front and dribbled in her sleep. Last night’s tea stood on the bedside table, half-drunk, the mug skin-ringed, the crumbs from the digestive swept onto the carpet. There were the earplugs for when the alarm clock ticked too loud, and the second alarm because of the earplugs.


When I got to my room, I took out the Black Book – actually a class register – and leafed through all the people who’d be shot Come the Revolution: James Callaghan, Jimmy Carter, Bob Monkhouse, the Granma, Pinochet, Benny Hill, Rebecca Caldor, her mum, the Osmonds – proposed by my mum. Which was a problem because, at the time, I’d secretly liked the Osmonds. Or at least, the B-side of ‘Long Haired Lover from Liverpool’. I couldn’t veto them, not when they were Mormon and American, but sometimes at night, when I felt moody, or maybe just hungry, I sang along under the blanket to ‘Mother of Mine’. 


Now I took out my italic pen, the one with the gold nib in the black velveteen box, and my Quink ink, because a death sentence demanded ceremony. Or at least stationery. I topped the pen up and wiped it dry, all one-handed, and it made me wonder how the Christmas-card people painted whole scenes with no hands at all. There was a slow turquoise leak into the side of my finger. I got bored watching the ink dry and blotted the excess out, lifting fragments of MISS DOWNING away from the page in mirror-writing. 


There. 


Done. 


As good as dead.


I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew I was flat on my bedroom floor, my back hairy from the carpet, my skin covered in goosebumps. It was dark outside. I listened for sounds from downstairs. I tilted my head towards the door and called down to my mum, pressing an ear to the floor.


Nothing. 


My hand was heavy, the ache turned solid. I lifted it to the window. It was orange from the street light, the fingers stamped with blood as if they’d been checked out of the library. I flicked the door with a foot and shouted louder.


Silence. 


Which meant my mum really wasn’t home.


I didn’t know what time it was, but her meeting must have been over. Which meant she’d gone to the service station café for late-night liver and chips. She’d have sat on a stool at the window and watched the A5 traffic to the flicker of a one-armed bandit and the fried-over burble of Radio 1. And on her way home, she’d have popped into Hamlets for a nightcap. Just the one. And it would be – she was good like that. That was where my mum would be. Bryan would have reached for the glass before she’d got to the bar, and said: ‘Double whisky. No ice. No water. No nothing. Neat. Double,’ which he said every time, a repeat of the first time he took the order. Then my mum would gaze over to the Tesco Precinct, where the pet shop had a chained-up parrot that’d learnt to say hello. She’d mull over the meeting, fingering the FUCK OFF carved into the wooden seat. And when it seemed the meeting hadn’t gone so badly, not so badly, not really, she’d get into the minivan and hope not to be breathalysed in the fifty yards from the wine bar to Church Lane.


Or if she didn’t want to risk it, she’d walk home. She’d take Little Church Lane and pause at the newsagent’s, her face swimming in the glass. She’d drink in the jars of sweets: sherbet lemons, rhubarb and custards, pear drops. My mum loved pear drops.


I got into bed and kicked the ruckles out of the sheets. I pulled them over my head and blew till I was dizzy and had warmed myself up. Through the wall, the sound of knocking pipes, which was Mr Howard doing his teeth and splashing his face before he went to bed. And that meant it was getting on for ten-thirty. He’d be up at six, ‘on the dot, no alarm, because you can’t change the habits of a lifetime’. Mr Howard used to be a miner. At the end of each day, he came home to Nancy who had pie-and-mash ready and Mr Kipling cakes, and in the winter, a fire in the grate with coal they got for free. Once, I said to Mr Howard, ‘If you could press a lump of coal hard enough, you’d have diamonds.’ 


‘And what would I be doing with diamonds?’ as if he had everything he wanted, as if he were content.


And then Nancy died.


She was sitting at the front-room window watching the  home-time crowds, her tin-can ankles full of fluid no pills could shift, when ‘she just collapsed, felled by a stroke’, Mr Howard said. Though she didn’t topple over like a tree. She sat in the chair, arms on the armrests, eyes open, looking exactly as she did when she was alive, only breathless. He didn’t notice until she’d already started to harden. She was fitted with hearing aids and sometimes switched them off so she often didn’t answer the chit-chat he offered to keep her company from the living room.


That’s what he told me.


He buried Nancy in Wigginton cemetery, in a plot close to fields with elderflower, comfrey and burdock, and with room at her side for him. When he came back from the funeral, damp patches under his arms, dabbing at his face with a hankie and blaming the heat, he said, ‘Jess, she’s in good earth.’ And he’d know about that kind of thing. He’d spent a life underground. When I told my mum, she said, ‘I didn’t think a miner would know the name of so many flowers.’


I listened again to the sounds from next door. Mr Howard had gone quiet now. He’d be getting into his paisley pyjamas, the ones that appeared on the line every Thursday. He’d say something to the photo he kept on his bedside table – you’d think it was Thora Hird with that perm and those glasses – then he’d climb into his side of the bed, which it always would be, even so, and he’d be out like a light. I knew this because Mr Howard liked to talk, and sometimes I didn’t mind listening – when I was home and I’d done my homework, and my mum was still out, and it was a warm evening, and we both happened to be out the back.


I heard a bus fret into place in the garage. I slid out of bed and went over to the window. I looked north, which was the direction the minivan might come from. I fixed my eyes on the bend in the road, willing the minivan round the corner – the sight of mustard-yellow, the throaty catch of the engine, my mum’s face soft at the wheel. Then I looked south, to where my mum might walk from – through the graveyard, singing to herself – to where the bells of St Editha’s had just gone quiet and left the hour hanging.
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When I woke up next morning, my mum was home. Over boiled eggs and soldiers, I told her what had happened and let her inspect the damage. 


‘That Miss Downing is not “in loco” me. You don’t hit people.’


But you sometimes killed them – if they’d deserved it. That was what the Black Book was for. But my mum didn’t want to wait for the revolution and the executions. She was going to make an immediate complaint to the school. My heart sank. I had to be a pupil for another five years. I said, ‘Víctor Jara had his hands smashed.’ 


‘And he died.’


‘That’s because he was shot.’ 


And I saw the clouds descend. Chile did that to her. But I knew Víctor Jara was a good tack. My mum lifted my hand and held it to the light of the kitchen window, turning it at the wrist like a trophy. I watched concern unwind into pride. Then she found a song. Not a Víctor Jara one – she could only mumble along in made-up Spanish to the records. But she knew ‘One Man’s Hands’. It was a Pete Seeger and Alex Comfort song about all the things you couldn’t do with just one pair of hands – you couldn’t even manage if there were two of you. It took a group. And I always wondered about that song because wasn’t Alex Comfort the man who wrote More Joy of Sex? I’d seen it on a trip to Birmingham and that was full of groups. But the song scuppered the formal complaint, and instead of going into battle with her, Miss Downing remained the daily apparition at assembly. Once or twice, I passed her in the corridor and she held me in her sights with a look full of meaning, scanning for signs of thankfulness. I looked away and sniffed for Coal Tar Soap.


It was a mistake to mention ‘in loco parentis’ to my mum, though, because it seemed to trouble her. She didn’t like the idea of someone else standing in for her, so she started standing in for herself – acting like my mother, pulling rank. She bulk-bought bananas and told me I needed vitamins. She checked her own armpits and told me I needed a bath. And then she told me some James-or-other-from-the-Party would be calling round and it was best if I wasn’t at the meeting.


‘What’s so secret?’ 


‘You know I don’t do secrets.’


‘Will he be staying over?’ 


‘I’m not answering that. But no.’


Because very occasionally someone did: Neil the guitarist, Trevor the panel beater, Eamonn the Labour councillor. And this James seemed to qualify better than most, being in the Party. I entertained the overnight guest as well as I could, then slipped away for the rest of the evening. When I gave them a wave and wished them goodnight, I knew it was actually goodbye. Everything was always back to normal in the morning.


‘So why can’t I come? I always come to meetings.’


‘That’s because you live here.’


‘And to help with numbers.’


‘That too.’


‘So why not this time? I’ll take the minutes.’


‘Because he doesn’t expect a daughter. Because he invited me,’ and she tapped herself hard on the breastbone, the way doctors do when they’re checking for infection. The word ‘me’ came out sounding hollow. ‘Afterwards, Jess. I’ll tell you everything after. But it could be something good. For both of us.’


But maternal distance meant effort, and my mum didn’t have any to spare. She couldn’t resist the pull of thirteen years, the draw of an entire life. The evening James was due, I asked if I could listen from behind the stairwell door. It was plywood, a sheet of opaque air, and you could hear everything through it. My mum said, ‘You know I don’t do subterfuge. But as long as I don’t know if you’re there or not. As long as it’s not me doing the subterfuging.’


James must have been waiting at the Pay and Display, biding his time round the corner, because it was exactly six when I heard a car in the lane – the slow cut of wheels through rainwater, then the silence of the engine. I trained my binoculars on the street. I didn’t know much about cars and couldn’t name any of them, but this one didn’t look like a Party car. I’d expected a cloud of exhaust and bad driving knocked into the bodywork. This was the kind of car that took important people places on the news: smoky windows, black lacquer, looking fast even when it was parked. 


I pinned the binoculars on the car door and watched magnified polished feet swing out. They were placed with care to avoid the puddles. I scanned the target: a middle-aged man with a briefcase and a mac folded over his arm. He put a hand to the car door and it shut with a muted click. He checked the house fronts for our number, and hurried to the gate, ducking from the weather. He rang the bell and waited. 


I waited. 


Our bell was out of battery. 


James was getting wet. He brushed a hand over his hair. He flicked the rain from his mac and squinted up at the sky. I tipped the binoculars away from the window. They landed on the Territorial Army offices. They were shut because it was Sunday, but several times a week, boys from the Secondary Modern came out of the building dressed as bushes. They climbed into the back of a truck and were driven to Cannock Chase where they spiked the air with bayonets as if they were seeing Russians.
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